Competence in intercultural communication has become a necessity for functioning effectively in our increasingly globalised and multicultural society. This study reports the use of a group project to enhance students' learning of intercultural communication. Participants were from a large undergraduate class in an Australian university. The aim of the course is to encourage students to develop knowledge of intercultural communication by orienting themselves to the world beyond the classroom, and by learning from each other's experiences and perspectives. In a group project assignment, students used the knowledge and skills gained in class to resolve practical problems that they encountered in intercultural interactions outside the classroom. This paper focused on students' experience of working in groups, and links between this experience and performance on the group project. Our study confirms previous research that demonstrates active engagement in group work can enhance learning outcomes. It also goes further in showing that groups that more highly rated their learning of intercultural communication through the group work experience obtained higher grades on the project.
Introduction
Competence in intercultural communication has become a necessity for functioning effectively in our increasingly globalised and multicultural society. In Australia, for instance, approximately 25% of the population was born overseas and 200 different languages are spoken (Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs [DIMA] 2007). Traditionally, courses in intercultural communication that aimed to prepare university students to become effective intercultural communicators were designed to teach cognitive over affective learning, using lectures, readings and presentations (Milhouse 1996) , instead of preparing them to function in culturally diverse contexts. A multidimensional approach, which was widely applied in intercultural training in the 1980s and 1990s (e.g. Gudykunst and Hammer 1983; Milhouse 1992) , identified the components of intercultural effectiveness to include 'appropriateness' in addition to knowledge. However, the design of learning activities that enable students to use their knowledge in appropriate intercultural contexts and to reflect upon their learning remains a challenge for lecturers. this study. The overarching research question is: How can a group-based intercultural project improve students' learning in intercultural communication?
Constructing knowledge through communication
We learn about our own culture and that of others through communicating with people from other cultures and comparing the differences (Furcsa 2009 ). Learning can be enhanced by engaging students in the process of active knowledge construction. Small group-based projects provide students with opportunities to engage in the process of active knowledge construction through communication. Working in small groups enables students to learn from each other through listening to others' points of view and articulating their own views as well as giving and receiving feedback. Through discussion, argumentation and negotiation with peers, group work encourages students to engage in meaning construction in a way that motivates them to learn from each other. In a study of 1300 undergraduate students assigned to work in small tutorial groups for a period of six weeks, Van Berkel and Schmidt (2000) found that the experience of exchanging views with peers in the same tutorial group allowed the students to see different ways of resolving the same problem and produced improved learning outcomes. A study involving clinical students also showed that they perceived group-based problem-solving to be an effective means for acquiring clinical skills (Steinert 2004) .
Furthermore, evidence from previous research suggests that the use of real-life problems leads to meaningful learning through activating students' prior knowledge in learning new knowledge (Chuang and Tsai 2005) . When students interpret, relate and incorporate new information into existing knowledge and use this new knowledge to solve new problems, deep learning is promoted (Lujan and DiCarlo 2005; Sampson and Cohen 2001; Wilson and Fowler 2005) . This is particularly relevant to teaching and learning intercultural communication, whereby students need to use knowledge of their own culture to learn new cultural rules through comparing the differences in communicating in different cultural contexts.
In addition to acquiring intercultural knowledge, group work can develop professional skills that facilitate learning. For example, the processes of negotiating and allocating appropriate roles, staging the tasks and monitoring progress for the duration of a project to meet deadlines are also important professional skills to be learned through working on group assignments. Moreover, group work has also been found to be valuable in developing student responsibility for learning and promoting selfawareness of knowledge acquisition (Goldsmith, Stewart, and Ferguson 2006; Seethamraju and Borman 2009 ). Cartney and Rouse (2006) explored the function of group assignments in students' integration into university life and found that working in groups offers valuable opportunities for self-development, interpersonal growth and peer support. Further evidence of benefits of group work came from a study by Taylor and Bedford (2004) , which found that effective group learning processes can promote student retention.
Group-based problem-solving is a suitable strategy for our intercultural communication class, as it is clearly suited to developing a cluster of communication skills that students are expected to be able to use in diverse cultural settings. These skills include verbal and non-verbal communication, conflict resolution and developing intercultural relations. In addition, in Smith and Bath's (2006) study, group work appeared to be the strongest predictor for the development of generic skills, such as communication and critical thinking. Furcsa's (2009) study on the development of intercultural awareness in an e-mail discussion between Hungarian learners of English and American speakers revealed that communication with culturally different peers leads to the enhancement of cultural awareness, changes in attitudes to language learning and strategies to deal with different viewpoints. Informed by the educational literature, we changed the previously individual-based assignment to a group-based project where students were directed to participate in an intercultural event outside the classroom and collectively report their intercultural learning experience in the form of a written report.
Design of the study
The students All 332 students enrolled in the course participated in the project. The students were mainly first-year undergraduates. Approximately 80% of them formed groups comprising members of their own choice. Those who did not make such a selection were allocated to project groups with classmates from the same tutorial group to facilitate their interaction. The students formed 82 project groups, with group size ranging from three to five students. At the tutorial session in Week 3, we explained to the students that the intercultural project assignment aimed to provide them with an opportunity to apply the knowledge and skills learned to research and resolve a practical problem. To accomplish the assignment, they, as a project group, needed to participate in a cultural event that was foreign to at least one member of the group. Group members would also need to jointly research on the background information about the country or culture under study. Based on their experience at the cultural event, students of each project group were required to identify a potential problem that might occur in intercultural settings, analyse the cause of the problem and suggest possible solutions. Finally, group members needed to discuss their reflection about the learning from this experience. The completed group assignment was submitted in the form of a written report based on what the group members had learned from the intercultural experience. In addition, informed by the strategies used in Szostek's (1994) study, at the tutorial session in Week 3, we also asked the students to delineate some useful strategies for group work (e.g. allocating roles, setting timelines for each task) and draw up their own rules for group functioning. Forming ground rules provided each group with a basis for self and peer assessment of their group process. Skills of self-assessment can also help students to identify their own learning needs, which may prove beneficial for their life and career beyond the classroom.
The group project
As the group project was more in depth and broader than the individual project in the previous year, we increased its weighting from 25% to 30% (while reducing the weighting for the mid-term test to 25%). To facilitate the process, we provided a list of possible cultural events organised by the university, local communities and local government authorities. Examples of these cultural events included a Polish festival, a Greek festival, an international soiree, church socials, performances, ethnic festivals and so on. The aim of participating in the cultural event was to learn as much as possible about the culture from first-hand experience. This could be accomplished by observation and by talking with members of the cultural group about the significance of the event in their culture. The students were required to make notes of their responses, thoughts and feelings elicited by the experience, and then make connections between what they learned at the event and concepts/theories of intercultural communication learned in class.
The intercultural project was assigned in Week 3 and was due to be submitted in Week 9 (there are 13 teaching weeks per semester). This would give students in each project group approximately six weeks to interact with one another and share different perspectives while working jointly on the group assignment. By working as a group, students were encouraged to learn from peers with experience of intercultural encounters that differed from that of their own. This provided them with opportunities to broaden their perspectives and to creatively seek a range of solutions to resolving a problem of intercultural communication, hence building up intercultural competencies.
Evaluating the intercultural group project
Students' experience of the intercultural group project was evaluated using a survey with closed and open-ended questions. In order to determine whether or not the experience of group work was related to performance on the intercultural project report, we correlated grades on project reports with each group's responses to the closed survey questions.
The survey
Survey is an effective tool for eliciting student experience of working in groups and of the activities in which they have participated, as well as whether they prefer to continue with group work (Lujan and DiCarlo 2005; Richardson 2005; Szostek 1994 ). The survey used in this study, adapted from Szostek (1994) , was distributed to students upon completion of the group project. Participation in the survey was voluntary. Students were requested to indicate their group number on the survey to enable correlation with grades on group project reports. The survey consisted of 11 statements on a five-point Likert scale, soliciting information on the extent to which they felt the group work experience contributed to their learning (e.g. I feel being part of the group helped me to learn), the group work helped them to learn about different cultures (e.g. I feel being part of the group helped me to learn more about different cultures) and the group work improved their problem-solving skills (e.g. working in the group provided an opportunity to solve problems innovatively).
To obtain additional information on aspects of the group work experience that were beneficial or frustrating, three open-ended questions were added to the survey as follows: What do you feel is most beneficial to your learning when working on this group project? What aspect of this group work experience do you enjoy most? What do you feel is frustrating to your learning when working on this group project? Answers to these questions provided more extensive, qualitative responses to how the intercultural group project was experienced by the students; they, therefore, complemented the data obtained from the closed questions. Association between group work experience and grades We explored whether or not experience of group work was related to performance on the project report by correlating grades on project reports with each group's responses to the closed survey questions. As we used five-point Likert scales for measuring the 11 closed questions (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree), a higher score would indicate more positive ratings on each item (e.g. I feel being part of the group helped me to learn), although we could not assume equal intervals between 'strongly agree' and 'agree', or between 'agree' and 'neutral'. Mean scores on each closed survey question for students in the same project group were calculated (i.e. sum of ratings on each question divided by number of students in the group). Higher mean score would suggest the group's stronger tendency to agree with the statement.
Two steps were taken to award grades for the project reports, with the first step of primary relevance for this study. First, each project report (one report per group) was awarded a mark based on the marking criteria for this assignment. The marking criteria contained eight sections: title of the project (appropriate length and inclusion of key words), abstract (concise style and appropriate content), introduction (description of the event and justification for the choice of the event), cultural background of the event (clear description of the culture under study), problem statement (identification of the intercultural problem and justification of its importance in intercultural communication), analysis of the problem (extent to which the group analysed the problem and offered solutions based on theories in intercultural communication), reflection (depth of discussion on what had been learned from the intercultural experience), and structure and presentation (accuracy of grammar and spelling as well as correct referencing, etc.).
Second, the students in each group evaluated each of their group members' performance by using a scale of five levels (1 = poor, 2 = fair, 3 = satisfactory, 4 = good and 5 = very good). Higher scores indicated better performance. We then looked at the peer assessment results for each person within the group. In groups where members generally agreed that each member's overall contribution was at or above 'Good', then each group member would receive the same mark; this mark was the same as the one awarded to the project report. This was the case for majority of the project groups. In a small number of cases, where unequal performance was identified (i.e. the average rating of a particular group member was below 4 or below 'Good'), that group member with lower peer ratings would receive a mark that was 20% lower than that of other members in the same group. Once marks were finalised, we then converted the raw marks into grades according to the university's grading system (e.g. 0-24 marks = Grade 1; 85-100 marks = Grade 7). For calculating correlation coefficients, we used grades awarded to the written group project report (one grade per project), rather than marks awarded to each individual student, because our focus was the association between group assignment and the group's ratings on survey items, rather than each individual student's grade on the group assignment (which in a few cases might vary due to less satisfactory contribution from some group members). Therefore, there was one grade for each group project. Results from the correlation analysis addressed the research question: In what ways does experience of group work associate with grades on project reports?
Results and discussion
In this study, 166 students voluntarily participated in the anonymous survey, giving a response rate of 50%. First, frequencies of students' ratings on each of the 11 closed survey questions were calculated. Second, responses to the three open-ended survey questions were coded according to themes that emerged from the data. Results from this analysis provided fuller understanding of the group work experience. Third, analysis moved from individual-based data to group-based data, where we calculated the correlation coefficients for group ratings on the closed survey questions (sum of group members' ratings on the item divided by the number of persons in the group) and grades on the group project reports (where 4 = pass, 5 = credit, 6 = distinction and 7 = high distinction). No groups failed the assignment. This outcome was expected because group assignments tend to receive higher grades than individual ones for the reason that having more than one person contributing to the assignment would increase the chance of receiving a passing grade. Besides, the groups had approximately six weeks to work on their respective projects, which also increased the chance of receiving a passing grade, as compared to that of a two-hour exam. As a small portion (22%) of the 166 students who participated in the survey did not indicate their group number in the completed questionnaires, we had to exclude them at this third stage of data analysis because we could not match them with their respective groups. Thus, only 130 students, forming 51 project groups, were included in the correlation analysis to examine the strength of association between group work experience and grades on project reports.
Responses to closed survey questions regarding experience of group work
As Table 1 shows, individual responses to the closed survey questions indicated the students considered the most positive features of working in groups were 'opportunities to see different perspectives' (75% of the students 'strongly agree' or 'agree' with this statement) and 'creating dialogues with group mates' (72% of the students 'strongly agree' or 'agree' with this statement), followed by 'getting help from other group members' (68% of the students 'strongly agree' or 'agree' with this statement) and 'learning more about different cultures' (63% of the students 'strongly agree' or 'agree' with this statement). The lowest ratings were on 'learning more about different languages' (26% of the students 'strongly agree' or 'agree' with this statement).
When we summarised the data on a group basis, the patterns were similar (see Table 1 for ratings at the group level). The highest group ratings for experience of working in groups were for the same three items as the individual ratings: 'opportunity to see different perspectives' (73% of the groups 'strongly agree' or 'agree' with this statement), 'getting help from others in the group' (71% of the groups 'strongly agree' or 'agree' with this statement) and 'creating dialogue with group mates' (69% of the groups 'strongly agree' or 'agree' with this statement). Approximately 28% of the groups 'strongly agree' or 'agree' with the statement that the group work experience helped them to 'learn more about different languages'. The comparatively low ratings on this item were perhaps due to the fact that the students had to use English to communicate with people at the cultural event and with their group members, even though the group may consist of people from different ethnic backgrounds. As well, language learning was not a primary goal or component of the group project. Half of the groups' attitudes towards continuing to work in groups were neutral (53%), although only 16% of the groups chose 'strongly agree' or 'agree' when rating their preference to continue working in groups. Such less positive attitudes could have been influenced by the less beneficial or enjoyable aspects of group work outlined below. 
Beneficial, enjoyable and frustrating aspects of group work
The results from the three open-ended survey questions on the group work experience indicated that almost all participants identified 'learning from and sharing different perspectives with group members', 'learning to communicate with different people and listening to/valuing different opinions' and 'learning to collaborate and compromise with others' as beneficial aspects of the group project (see Table 2 ). This finding provided evidence that the aim of this study was achieved, namely, to enable students to benefit from each other's knowledge and experience of intercultural communication through group work directed to the culturally diverse world beyond the classroom. Almost all participants identified 'attending and participating in the cultural events', 'learning about a different culture through first-hand experience', 'meeting new people and making new friends' and 'sharing the cultural experience with group members' as enjoyable aspects of the group experience. In their project reports, a number of groups indicated how the experience of participating in a cultural event as a 'foreigner' helped them gain a more in-depth understanding of various barriers in intercultural communication. Such first-hand experience enabled them to relate the concepts and theories discussed in class to practice, thereby contributing to their understanding of intercultural communication.
However, similar to problems revealed by previous studies (e.g. Lujan and DiCarlo 2005; Szostek 1994 ), 'timetable clash of different group members', 'lack of commitment from some group members' and 'difficulty in coordinating different Table 2 . Summary of beneficial and frustrating aspects of group work (n = 166).
Questions

Summary of themes
What do you feel is most beneficial to your learning?
• • Difficult to find a time for group meetings that suits everyone • Coordination of different priorities of group members • Difficult to coordinate different working styles and writing styles when writing up the project • Lack of input and contribution from some group members • My grade/work being dependent on the work of other members in the group working styles' contributed to frustration experienced by members in almost all groups. It is a limitation of this study that these problems were not addressed at an earlier stage through soliciting student feedback throughout the group work process. If this had been done, student feedback could have provided diagnostic information for teachers to improve future functioning (e.g. Richardson 2005) .
Association between experience of group work and performance on project report
The 51 project groups were categorised into four clusters based on their grades (where 4 = pass, 5 = credit, 6 = distinction and 7 = high distinction). In other words, the higher the grades, the better the performance of the group. When we examined the association between experience of group work and group-based performance on the project report, there were two significant positive correlations. Specifically, grades on group projects were positively related to 'learning more about different cultures' (r = .32, p = .023) and 'improving communication skills' (r = .30, p = .035). In other words, those groups that highly rated the benefits of group work as enabling them to learn more about another culture and helping them to improve their communication skills obtained higher grades for their projects. Understandably, to produce group reports of high quality, group members needed to carefully research the culture under study, and to communicate effectively with one another and with members of the cultural group they were studying. Consistent with the educational literature, these findings show that learning can be enhanced when students actively engage in the construction of knowledge through real problemsolving in groups. The findings also support previous research that identified improved communication skills and broadened perspectives as major benefits of group work (e.g. Jackson and Prosser 1989) .
To further explore the association between group work experience and grades, we compared the ratings on the 11 closed questions (higher ratings indicate greater tendency to agree with the statement) across groups with different grades (4, 5, 6 and 7). Results from one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) indicated significant differences between groups on five items: the extent to which group members helped each other (F = 3.84, p = .015), the extent to which students enjoyed creating dialogues with other group members (F = 2.99, p = .040), the extent to which the group experience helped them in learning about a different culture (F = 3.81, p = .047), opportunity to see different perspectives (F = 3.86, p = .015) and improved communication skills (F = 5.37, p = .003). Table 3 presents these results.
Moreover, the ratings from the four types of groups (with grades of 4, 5, 6 and 7) on the five survey items (see Table 4 ) where significant differences were found showed some interesting trends. Approximately 85% of the groups that received a grade of 6 (distinction) for their project 'strongly agree' or 'agree' that they enjoyed creating dialogues with group mates, learned from others and felt that working in groups provided them an opportunity to see different perspectives. Over 50% of the groups that received a grade of 5 (credit) and 7 (high distinction) 'strongly agree' or 'agree' that they also enjoyed creating dialogues with group mates, learned from others and about different cultures and perspectives. On the other hand, significantly less groups that just received a passing grade of 4 chose 'strongly agree' or 'agree' on those five items (see Table 4 for frequencies of ratings on the five statements by grades). Better performing groups felt more strongly about their learning from the group work experience; however, groups with relatively lower grades did not feel they benefited from the group work experience as much. These results provide further support for the importance of effectively engaging students in the learning processes to enhance performance.
Conclusion, limitations and further research
This paper reported a study that aimed to enhance intercultural communication among students in a large undergraduate class through a group-based project directed to the culturally diverse world beyond the classroom. Consistent with previous research, our findings support the argument that learning can be enhanced through an interactive environment where students actively engage in the learning process (Hall 2002) . In implementing the group-based project, we encouraged the students to develop their knowledge of intercultural communication by orienting themselves to the world beyond the classroom and by learning from each other's experiences and perspectives. Learning from others' perspectives was identified by the students as most beneficial to their learning, providing further support for positioning the learner as an active constructor of knowledge within a socially interactive environment. Therefore, designing learning environments where students can engage in meaningful learning activities is essential for achieving high quality learning. Our findings also demonstrate once again that teaching is most effective when assessment tasks align with the course objectives and enhance learning motivation within a meaningful context (Biggs 1999) . Not only does our study demonstrate the link between active learning in groups and enhanced performance evident in previous research, but it also shows that those groups that highly rated the benefits of group work for learning about other cultures and improving communication -which were closely related to the purpose of the group project -obtained higher grades. This finding suggests that when group work is harnessed to achieve particular, relevant learning goals, performance is enhanced.
While acknowledging the contribution of this study, we also identified some limitations. This study employed survey and grades on the group report as the principal data collection methods. Surveys are an effective tool for gathering information from a large number of people by asking them to select among available responses (Baxter and Babbie 2004) . However, they are weak in accounting for the reasons for participants' choice of responses. In this study, we partly compensated for this weakness by including three open-ended questions to further explore the experience of group work, although there was still no opportunity to follow up their responses with students. Moreover, the use of grades as performance measures allowed the association between experience of group work and performance on the project report to be explored for this relatively large class. Nevertheless, although based on assessment criteria, grades also provide limited information about performance. In future research, qualitative methods such as interviewing and more fine-grained analysis of performance outcomes could be used to further explore the links between experience of group work and performance. Data from such qualitative methods could throw additional light on how participants experience group work and why particular events or activities are found to be beneficial or obstructive to learning (Patton 1987) . Furthermore, by employing different methods of investigation, weaknesses in one method can be alleviated by strengths in another.
